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Abstract 
This paper explores the gendering of architectural space by examining family 
occupation and use of spaces in the home, such as kitchens, bedrooms, living 
rooms, and gardens which were designed with prescribed functions in mind.  We 
expressly deal with several New Zealand State Houses in Naenae, Wellington, a 
suburban community planned and occupied in the mid nineteen forties.  As the 
antithesis to slum dwelling and promoted through pro-natalist policies, this suburb 
expressed the state construction of family life with the family as the foundation of the 
nation.  Promoted through a number of newsreels and publications, these ‘sunny’ 
homes supported by new community shops, schools and playgrounds were 
presented as ideal places to bring up families.   
 
Oral histories from three original tenants, still occupying the houses, are used to give 
momentary reflections and memories of family life whilst living in their respective 
state house.  The unique and specific situations of these three tenants offer an 
insight into such things as added daily work, isolation, and accommodation 
arrangements necessary for the house to function for the family.  Their unique 
situations present a challenge to many assumptions about the inhabitation of the 
home by the nuclear family, and directly challenge the gendered inscription of 
patriarchy in the home. 
 
 
 
Home State 
The first New Zealand Labour Government of 1935 – 1949 introduced a series of 
measures to address the need for improved social housing.  Included in this 
programme was the building of the Naenae suburb of Wellington, which drew upon 
Ebenezer Howard’s vision for ‘garden cities.’  This vision allowed ordinary people 
access to open surroundings and for the sociable life of the city to be in easy reach; a 
vision based on a new town rather than an extended suburb.   
 
 
Committed to public investment for the good of the nation during difficult times, the 
state took on the role and responsibility for planning, public education, and housing.  
Inherent in this role is an acknowledgment that the separation between home and 
work, precipitated by nineteenth century industrialisation, generated a series of 
problems such as slum housing and demand for female suffrage which undermined 
notions of family life.  But as the state took on this role it became implicated in the 
construction of family life.  For example Walter Nash (Minister of Finance) regarded 
the “family as the foundation of the nation”1 and as Schrader observes it is likely that 
the term ‘family’ referred to the nuclear family.2  Of course the nuclear family is also a 
symbol that rejects the problem of the large family unit living in overcrowded and 
unsanitary conditions and reinforces “a cultural norm of family life with 
heterosexuality and patriarchy high on the agenda”3 (Bell 1992:325).  To 
accommodate the nuclear family 84% of state houses completed to March 21 of 
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1948 were 2-3 bedroom family houses.4  Our focussed research reveals that fitting 2-
3 children in a two bedroom house necessitated a degree of invention and to some 
extent personal sacrifice, socially and spatially.  For example the living or meals area 
became another sleeping space for either a child or the parents, an act that directly 
counters the social and spatial intentions of these newly planned houses in which for 
example “the living-room forms the centre of the social and recreational side of family 
life.”5   
 
House plans were made efficient to reduce both material costs and internal 
inefficiency, particularly the kitchen, which became a ‘workroom’ and the hall a 
utilitarian device for moving between rooms.  Almost all of the 1940’s house plans 
were rectangular, and planned to receive sun to the lounge and meals area.  It is 
likely that these houses were designed by men; an observation noted in similar 
designs of vast numbers of low-cost houses.6  In another attempt to confer the 
State’s role in housing Cedric Firth disassociates the house from any local 
identification to a tradable commodity that is a ‘right.’  That is, it becomes a public 
utility where: “the right to a decent house being regarded on the same level as the 
right to education, sanitation, to good and abundant water, to an adequate road 
system, and to a certain amount of medical care.”7  Moreover the reality of Earnst 
Plischke’s vision for Naenae included a community centre – perhaps knowing that 
the building of a suburb is necessarily artificial and state sponsored housing 
allocation brings people together without common interest or close affinity.8  The 
‘community’ had to be activated; the centre was a sign for that activation and 
confirmed the presence of a community, even if none really existed. 
 
Our analysis of publicity newsreels and promotional material suggests that the need 
for the state house is founded on three primary ideas firstly; that the houses of the 
past are old and in need of repair, secondly that the new houses would be 
comfortable and convenient, and thirdly that it would improve efficiency in the 
building industry.  Messages of hope and utopian ideals were built into the political 
rhetoric of the time, summarized in Prime Minister Michael Joseph Savage’s 
comments, “there shall be no more slums.  Only the best houses are good enough 
for New Zealand.”9  This condemnation of the past is consistent with views 
expressed in the UK, where bad housing was seen in conjunction with a variety of 
causes, and planning was seen as a way to provide “better and healthier conditio
of life for men, women and children.”
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10  Savage also added that “I think that we c
have smiling homes in New Zealand; that we can use the public credit for the 
purpose of building homes worth living in.”11  However, the lived experiences of t
women interviewed for our research suggests that the home was not all smiles, 
particularly when looking after ill husbands as well as children, and the level of 
necessary domestic work – whether shopping or cleaning.  Although none desc
any personal instances of domestic violence or mistreatment, one woman Mrs
commented that she obtained her house because the previous occupant had to get 
away from her husband.   
 
The promotion of Labour’s State Housing programme by The National Film Unit 
included such films as Housing in New Zealand (1946) which depicted the scarcity of 
family accommodation for young couples and the general poor quality of that which 
was available.12  Ben Schrader notes that though Labour may have exaggerated 
conditions as support for policy, the bleak scenario depicted in the film was the reality 
for many people.13  He cites a number of personal letters contained in Walter Nash’s 
correspondence file that confirm the discomfort and anguish endured by many 
people living in inadequate housing.14   
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Home Mother 
Efficiency in the building industry can be measured through statistical data and 
productivity levels but comfort and convenience is probably best reserved for the 
person deemed to be the user and primary occupier of the house – the housewife.  
Much of the publicity material of the time and contemporary writing reinforces the role 
of the housewife relative to tasks and management of the home.  Presented as the 
primary caregiver to children and husband, she undertakes repetitive daily roles, 
within the confines of the domestic environment.  This upholds a sexually separatist 
system of private and public spheres; whereby women are identified with the private 
sphere – domesticity, intimacy, suburbs, private, and the interior; and men are 
identified with the public sphere – labour, politics, the city, public, and the exterior.  
Many feminist theorists have analysed the domestic space of women relative to 
patriarchy and phallocentrism becoming “the space of duty, of endless and infinitely 
repeatable chores that have no social value or recognition, the space of the 
affirmation and replenishment of others at the expense and erasure of the self, the 
space of domestic violence and abuse, the space that harms as much as it isolates 
women.”15 
 
With this in mind we chose to listen to the stories of women who were early occupiers 
of the 1940’s state houses in Naenae.16   The objective, in line with feminist research 
methods, was to let the stories stand for themselves and be treated as the valuable 
treasure they are.  Dale Spender asserts that “feminist knowledge is based on the 
premise that the experience of all human beings is valid and must not be excluded 
from our understandings.”17  There was no intention to present these recollections as 
objective, but as their own truths.  Semi structured interviews were used as a 
qualitative data-gathering technique to gather stories about the early days in their 
state houses.  The data collected as a result of this method is non-standardised 
information that is various, and a valuable reflection of these women’s reality.  All our 
interviewees are mothers, in their 80’s and all but one now lives alone.  Interviews 
lasted between one and three hours, and were initially conducted informally to 
encourage narrations.  There were breaks in the interviews due to visitors, and or 
worry over confidences being taped.  All interviews were concluded when it became 
evident the interviewees were tiring.   
 
Prior to the interviews we read material about the intentions of the scheme by both 
promoters and commentators and anticipated that the semi structured interviews 
would reveal the lived experiences of the women who moved into these houses.  All 
interviewees had moved in with at least one child, consistent with government policy 
to allocate houses to families.  Gael Ferguson notes that whereas houses were 
initially also allocated to young childless couples, pressure was exerted to confirm 
allocations to families only.18  This qualification of ‘motherhood’ locates not only the 
state’s view on housing, but also locates the home around the sexual identity of 
women as mother.   
 
Home Stories  
 
Moving in  
The experience of Mrs N. was that prior to her war time marriage she lived in 
Ohinepania in Taranaki.   Married during the war, she moved down to Wellington and 
lived in a small place in Petone – no larger than a sun porch.  Following the birth of 
her daughter she and her husband applied for a house and choose to register for a 
smaller one “so we could have got into one quicker”.  They were initially allocated a 
one double bedroom unit in Taita, “I had the smallest half of the house, the double 
unit.  The other half had two double bedrooms,” she found that when the children 
were small “you have a cot and a bed.  That’s all you could fit.”  They then moved to 
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her present house in Naenae because the then occupant needed to move away.  
When she moved in there was no other construction going on around her.    
 
Mrs C lived with her elderly parents prior to marriage and since her husband passed 
away now shares her house with her son and sister.  She obtained her house and 
recalled that “everybody was wanting them [state houses] you know they did keep a 
certain amount for returned servicemen.”  She was fortunate as her husband was a 
returning serviceman.  Of her new house she notes that some neighbours “moved in 
the day we did” but others came later.  She added that “further down there was still a 
lot of building going on when we moved in.  I got an idea Benge Crescent had 
houses and Cole Street.”   
 
Mrs M F lived with her mother, father, and husband in town (Wellington) until the 
baby was about three or four months old, then moved out to a Rehab camp in 
Miramar.  She stayed at Wexford Rd, Miramar for about 12 months prior to a six 
month temporary stay in the transit camp; “the government told you, if your husband 
was overseas and he is back for six months they guarantee you a State House.  So 
we were there for six months right to the date too, then we got this place here.”  The 
transit camp was similar to an army camp, and contained a number of tiny cramped 
rooms, “but you could make it nice… mind you it was only a place cut in half.”   
 
Prior to moving in Mrs M F’s husband got a key to the house and went to look at it 
knowing “that if they didn’t like it, they would go to the bottom of the list.  So they 
moved in without looking at the house beforehand.”  She noted that when they 
moved in there were “just floorboards when we came first.  I didn’t mind that, as long 
as we had a house.”  She recalled that at the time it was quite unlike today, houses 
weren’t everywhere, and whilst most of the houses in her grove were built, her own 
house was one of the last.  Of the house itself she said that “after being in the 
Miramar camp in one little room and to come here with two bedrooms and a lounge 
and a kitchen was wonderful.”  Arriving in 1946 with a three year old child they were 
confronted with a place that was “very raw…we had big gorse bushes and everything 
right at the back door…they were so deep we had to burn them out.”  Her husband a 
keen gardener soon got stuck in, growing vegetables and flowers.  However, since 
her husband died she has not been able to keep it up. 
 
Bedrooms and living rooms 
Mrs C’s house had two bedrooms, which under certain circumstances (one child, two 
very young children, or same sex children) would have been adequate but three 
children necessitated some invention; “the two boys had the one bedroom and the 
little girl I put up in the corner of the dining room [meals recess of kitchen].  
Sometimes she would sleep in our room on a stretcher.  She never really ever had a 
bedroom to her self.”  For Mrs M F the two bedroom house posed similar problems of 
accommodating the family as those experienced by Mrs C.  That is “At first all three 
children were in the back bedroom,” then when her daughter was six they put up a 
folding bed in the lounge for mum and dad.   
 
Regarding her own experience of the living room Mrs M F comments on the open 
fireplace, which was both beautiful and burdensome; “It was a lovely fireplace but 
when [her husband] got sick it meant that I used to have to bring the wood and coal 
in and everything and clean it. It got too much so we decided we would just buy the 
heaters and do without.”    
 
Housework stories 
 
Gardens 
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Along with repetitive daily work of looking after children and the home Mrs N took on 
other less repetitive work normally undertaken by her husband.  She comments that 
“My husband would do all the donkeywork here, but then for years he wasn’t very 
well, having contracted tuberculosis in the war and found it difficult.”  As a strong 
woman from a farming background she didn’t mind doing the lawns but “he couldn’t 
bear to watch me or hear the lawnmower because he thought it was too much for 
me.”  He later worked in a solvent factory where exposure to toxins was prevalent, 
until his death by cancer.  Many men suffered illness of some sort and she recalls 
that in the previous occupants family the “husband had a breakdown” and another 
friend in Park Avenue also had tuberculosis.  Ms C recounted that her husband came 
back from the war early because of malaria, and sometimes had to have time off 
work.  
 
 
Kitchens 
Mrs N hated the lino and the ‘innovative’ pink terrazzo bench which she remembers 
“you couldn’t cut acid, like lemons or anything because acid ate through it.  We all 
found that mistake quickly.  I got a wooden board very smartly.  You could see it was 
going to go.”  Moreover there was the difficulty of matching curtains and nets to the 
pink bench as it “was foreign to anything I wanted… I had no idea what to put against 
the pink.”  When she moved to Cole St (as the third tenant) the bench was “pretty 
grotty” and was replaced with her current stainless steel bench.  Pressures to clean 
and tidy the home came in many guises and Mrs N called to mind her mother’s visit 
and her sand soaping the breadboard to make it white.  She cleaned taps with 
Brasso, but floorboards did not require polishing as they were painted.  The most 
difficult housework was the old copper, requiring lighting of a fire and the removal of 
ashes after. 
 
Mrs M F recalled some of the inconveniences of the kitchen, such as the top 
cupboards; they were used to keep things that had irregular use, as she needed a 
high stool to access them.  When the children left home she cleaned out the top 
cupboards and just used the cupboards over and under the bench.  She did a lot of 
baking, particularly for her husband however; when he died she emptied everything 
from the cooking cupboards and has not done any baking since.  She also gave a 
story about how the size of the meals table enabled her husband (during his years of 
illness with emphysema) to be propped against the table and wall, as well as watch 
TV.  Now she wondered “why I still have it because I never sit at the table hardly, I sit 
there on the couch with the tray on my lap for meals.”  Mrs M F now has a small two-
seat couch located in the meals area.  As for the terrazzo bench top “mine went 
pitted.”  Like the other interviewees Mrs M F had problems with the bench “when I 
used to wash it down there were all bits coming out of it all the time.”  It was 
eventually replaced by red Formica bench with stainless steel sink.  This despite her 
leaving a note that said “please don’t give me a red one.”  The kitchen was too small 
to take the fridge, so it was located in the washhouse (her washhouse being bigger 
than most people’s).  In the washhouse laundry was done in a coal and wood fired 
copper which though it produced beautiful white washing was good to get rid of 
because of the copper inside: “of course the family though I was mad but I used to 
polish the inside of the copper.”  
 
Home alone stories  
Mrs N recalled that in both places she lived (Taita and Naenae); she got on well with 
next-door neighbours and friends, and fondly remembered “my best friend lived next 
door.  I didn’t know her until I came here, but because I didn’t have sisters or 
anything down here; she’s now living in Dunedin.”  She told of a number of friends 
living nearby “that one over there [house on the other side of the road] … one of my 
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best friends lived there …she went up to the Coromandel … it was such a sad time to 
see her go.”  As well as her friends Mrs N also talked of belonging to two garden 
clubs and the Country Women’s Institute.  The difficult train journey between 
Ohinepania and Wellington meant that apart from her daughter going up once when 
the she was little “she didn’t go up again until she was eleven.”  Distance from shops 
and worry over obtaining groceries contributed to feelings of isolation.  Mrs N 
recollected that “In Bircham St they built those Co-operative shops. When we came 
here the shops weren’t there at all in Naenae.   I thought ‘oh brother I have had it 
now.”  Groceries were got with “great difficulty, eventually there was a little fruit shop, 
but I had to cart most things from the Hutt.  In those days we did have pushchairs on 
buses, but it was really quite awkward.”   
 
Mrs C remembered how “in the old days we used to have a bread and milk delivery.  
It was handy.  The milk delivery has recently stopped.”  Of the other shops she 
recalls the co-op is still there, but the meat shop, fruit shop and dairy have closed 
down, the latter becoming a fish and chip shop “nice and handy.”  When Mrs C was 
carrying her last child the doctor had advised her to rest for the last month and a 
close friend took her son.  This was unusual as she would not normally let anyone 
else look after her children.  Although she mentions other neighbours Mrs C 
comments that “we never went that far really.  Some people know more about 
Naenae than I do and I have lived here all these years, simply because I never sort 
of got around much.”  She recalled going to the beach in her husbands old car but 
“can’t remember taking a lot of people with us.”  Mrs M F told us that there were a 
couple of shops, one on Hewer Crescent and “over on Treadwell Street, just around 
the corner, there was a store and a fish and chip shop.”   
 
Conclusion 
From our analysis of the interviews relative to promotional material and prevailing 
assumptions about family life in the new suburbs three issues arise.  Firstly the 
individual stories challenge the prescribed house layout and assumptions about 
occupation.  For example in a two-bed house one daughter sleeps in the meals area 
or shares with her parents, in another the parents give up their bedroom (Bed 1) to 
the children and sleep in the lounge.  Here all heterosexist distinctions and 
hegemonic ways of living imbued in the term ‘Bed 1’ (the master bedroom) give way 
as the children are placed in ‘Bed 1’ and the parents, now in the lounge, are open to 
surveillance.  To some extent this inversion of the cultural norm of the monogamous 
family unit – Bed 1 for parents, Bed 2 for children, challenges the way the house was 
designed to reinforce a cultural norm of family life with heterosexuality and patriarchy 
high on the agenda.19  This challenge to the home has not come from an alternative 
family construction (single parent or same sex couple) but has come from the people 
it sought to represent; the nuclear family.  The lounge with its fold-out double bed 
now becomes the site of sexual activity and bedrooms with carefully placed twin beds 
are abandoned to the children.  Our recent survey of house plans for the period 
1944-1955, reveals that in nearly all cases bedrooms (whether Bed 1, 2, or 3) are 
shown with two single beds.  While parents graciously give up their bedroom, one 
daughter never has a room to share, let alone ‘a room of her own.’  Left alone the 
widowed mother no longer lights the living room fireplace, for the social heart is no 
longer around the fireplace where the father had primary authority; there is no family 
to gather round.  Any symbolic value claimed in those bygone utopian days is now 
gone.    
 
Secondly there is a question of extra work brought about by the unique situation of 
these women.  Clearly the reality of their new suburban environment brought with it 
extra inconveniences that added to the burden of daily life and daily routines.  Extra 
work was also brought about by husband’s illness meant that the gender division of 
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labour within the home was altered.  The women took on their ‘traditional’ repetitive 
daily tasks and added the less repetitive tasks such as gardening and mowing lawns 
normally undertaken by their husbands.  Karen Frank observed that the single 
nuclear family house reflects a desire to accommodate and to appear to 
accommodate the ‘good times’ only, inasmuch as “the house and neighbourhood 
should shelter and symbolise a life of leisure, comfort and ease that is free of work, 
illness, old age and any other economic strain.”20  For these women their husband’s 
illness contributed to more work around the house.   
 
The third issue concerns coping with isolation as they took up residency away from 
family and friends.  All three women acquired their allocated house without question, 
and moved in alongside other tenants as construction continued around them.  
Although they indicated that they qualified for their house, they felt to some extent 
grateful to the state.  However, living in a new suburb with its lack of local shops 
necessitated either relying on delivery vans, which restrict one to the immediate 
vicinity, or negotiating busses with pushchairs, babies and children.  Both contribute 
to feelings of isolation.  Two mothers talked about forming close friendships and 
knowing a number of people, as well as having knowledge of streets and shops 
around them.  One spoke of joining community organisations and societies, and 
sharing care of children when necessary.  This strategy of knowing and contributing 
to the community is different to the third participant who declared that she knew little 
of the neighbourhood and its people.   
 
At the outset of the state house building program it was never envisaged that people 
would occupy the houses for all their lives, somehow they would move on.  All three 
of our interviewees remain in the house they were allocated in the nineteen forties.  
With that length of occupation one naturally forms bonds with the house and its 
environs, after all as Mrs N said, “I actually think of this as my house really.”  
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